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companies. It was an alluring dream for the poverty-stricken
workers, and they flocked to join the Unions by tens of thousands.
The Government became seriously alarmed, and made frantic
efforts to crush the movement.1 But the Grand National was
too unwieldy to be effective, especially before railways and the
penny post quickened communications. It was impossible for
the central organisation to prevent local Unions from acting
independently, or from being crushed by " the document "—a
pledge which employers compelled their workmen to take,
abjuring Trade Unions. The movement simply faded out, and
the position of the Unions was worse than before.
Then came a movement to gain for the working-classes more
control over Parliament. The Radicals (§ 269) were disappointed
that the Reform Act of 1832, from which they had expected so
much, merely enfranchised the middle classes (§ 280). They
embodied their demands under six heads, which became known
as The People's Charter (NigS). Mass meetings were held, with
torchlight processions. Representatives were chosen from
various districts to a National Convention, and a petition to
Parliament was drawn up. But the movement was weakened by
internal dissensions. One party, led by William Lovett, was
opposed to anything more than a constitutional agitation ; but
a " Physical Force Party/' under Feargus O'Connor, was for
resorting to violence if the petition was ignored—as it was.
The Government took firm steps against the danger by
imprisoning the leaders, and nothing came of the threats of
revolution. Nevertheless Chartism was for years a sort of
religion to thousands of well-meaning men. After some years
of quiescence it revived in 1848, when O'Connor announced a
great meeting on Kennington Common, to form a procession
and present a " monster petition " to Parliament. But when the
1 A well-known example of their methods was the case of the f' Dorchester
Labourers." The Government prosecuted some harmless labourers at
Tolpuddle in Dorsetshire for administering an oath to members of their
Union, although its rules expressly forbade strikes. They were sentenced to
seven years transportation under a forgotten Act of Parliament forbidding
such oaths. But the outcry against this savage sentence was so great they
were pardoned and brought back some years later.

